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Field of the Invention 



[001] This invention relates to on-line financial account presentation systems. More 
particularly, the invention relates to systems and methods for electronically providing financial 
account information to a cUent system while the client system accesses a web server over a 
network. 

Background of the Invention 



[002] On-line advertising and content provision has grown tremendously since the 
inception of the Internet and on-line services. Users can access a wide variety of information 
associated with their interests by using the Internet and accessing Web sites generated by 
providers. A computer equipped with a program called a browser, such as Netscape Navigator 
from Netscape Corporation, makes it a simple task to traverse the vast network of information 
available on the Internet and, specifically, its subpart known as the "World Wide Web." 

[003] The architecture of the Web follows a conventional chent-server model. The 
terms "cHent" and "server" are used to refer to a computer's general role as a requester of data 
(the client) or provider of data (the server). Under the Web environment, Web browsers reside in 
clients and specially formatted "Web documents" reside on Internet (Web) servers. Web chents 
and Web servers communicate using a protocol called "HyperText Transfer Protocol" (HTTP). 

[004] In operation, a browser opens a connection to a server and initiates a request for 
a document or a Web page including content. The server delivers the requested document or 
Web page, typically in the form coded in a standard "HyperText Markup Language" (HTML) 
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format. After the document or Web page is delivered, the connection is closed and the browser 
displays the document or Web page to the user. 

[005] The hitemet consists of a worldwide computer network that communicates using 
well defined protocol known as the Internet Protocol (IP), Computer systems and servers that 
are directly connected to the Internet each have an unique address consisting of four numbers 
separated by periods such as "123.456.0.3". To simphfy Internet addressing, a "Domain Name 
System" was created that allows users to access Internet resources with a simpler alphanumeric 
naming system. For example, the name "capitalone.com" is the name for a computer system or 
Web server operated by Capital One® . 

[006] To further define the addresses of resources on the Internet, a Uniform Resource 
Locator system was created that uses a Uniform Resource Locator (URL) as a descriptor that 
specifically defines a type of Internet resource and its location. URLs have the following format: 
"resource-type://domain.address/path-name." The "resource-type" defines the type of Internet 
resource. Web documents, for example, are identified by the resource type "http", which 
indicates the protocol used to access the document. 

[007] To access a document on the Web, the user enters a URL for the Web document 
into a browser program executing on a cHent system with a connection to the Internet, The Web 
browser then sends a request in accordance with the HTTP protocol to the Web server that has 
the Web document using the URL. The Web server responds to the request by transmitting the 
requested object to the client. In most cases, the object is a plain text document containing text 
(in ASCII) that is written in HTML, Such objects often contain hyperlinks to other Web 
documents. The Web browser displays the HTML document on the screen for the user and the 
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hyperlinks to other Web documents are emphasized in some fashion such that the user can select 
the hyperlink. 

[008] hi some instances, the HTML document may contain data from more than one 
server. For example, remote text and images may be retrieved from remote servers and 
integrated into a Web document by a client system. One server may provide an image file, while 
another server may provide text information to the chent system over a network such as the 
Internet. Different techniques are available to display these types of composite Web documents. 
For example, a program called a servlet executing on one of the servers may combine data from 
the various servers referenced in a selected Web document and transmit the composite Web 
document to the cHent, In other configurations, the chent may utiUze a program called an applet, 
which may be transmitted to the client from one of the servers, to access the multiple servers 
offering parts of the composite and to build the composite Web document, 

[009] Generally, users view the content dehvered in the Web pages and may select 
hyperlinks to other sub pages of a Web site, or to entirely different Web sites. Providers 
associate the users '^browsing" these Web pages as potential consumers for the products and 
services they provide. By simply providing a Web server having information on a providers' 
product and/or service offerings and a customer database, and linking the Web server to the 
Web, providers may track user interactions with the Web server including visits, sales, buying 
trends and product/service preferences-all at the user level. Providers may then present or offer 
its customers with products and services they are most likely to buy-on an individual basis. For 
this reason alone, most marketing professionals consider the Web to be one of the best direct 
marketing tools. In order to gain new or retain existing customers, providers need to ensure they 
present products and services that potential consumers are interested in. Accordingly, the 
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importance of target advertising and target content provision has become an important role in the 
way providers conduct business over the Internet. 

[010] One conventional technique associated with target advertising is the use of 
advertising banners presented on existing Web pages generated by providers. When a user 
accesses a Web page associated with a provider, using a Web browser such as Netscape 
Navigator or Microsoft Internet Explorer, a banner advertising the provider's products or 
services appears on the Web page. This banner may be presented by the Web page's provider, or 
may be provided by a third party advertisement server. When an interested user selects the 
advertisement (by "clicking through" on the banner) the user is generally forwarded to another 
Web page or site associated with the advertisement. This page or site may be the third party 
advertiser's home page. The success of the advertisement is based upon the user's response, in 
this case, the user "clicking through" the advertisement or banner, to receive more information 
on the content advertised. 

[Oil] Another electronic advertising method employed is the local storing of 
advertisements on a user's local computer system, as disclosed in U.S. Patent No. 5,913,040, 
entitled "METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR TRANSMITTING AND DISPLAYING 
INFORMATION BETWEEN A REMOTE NETWORK AND A LOCAL COMPUTER," and 
expressly incorporated herein by reference in its entirety. The method and system disclosed by 
U.S. Patent No. 5,913,040 not only allows advertisements to be displayed while a user reviews a 
web page, but the advertisements may also be presented when the user is not on-line and 
accessing a web site. Also, the user may select categories of advertisements to be displayed. 
The advertisements are transparently downloaded from a network server to a user's local 
computer system by a monitoring the traffic on a communications link associated with the user's 



5 



LAW OFFICEIS 

FiNNEGAN, Henderson, 
Farabow, Garrett, 
s dunner,l-l,p. 

t3O0 I STREET, N. W. 
WASHINGTON, DC 20005 
202-408-4000 



computer system. When the utihzation rate of the communications Unk is low, the network 
server "pohtely" pushes small portions of the advertisements to the user's computer system. 

[012] Although the system and method disclosed by the U.S. Patent No. 5,913,040 may 
better target customers for advertisements than conventional systems by employing user 
controlled profiles, the advertisements themselves are generally statically designed, and merely 
present information describing goods and/or services the user's may or may not already have 
obtained. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[013] It is therefore desirable to have a method and system that enables a network 
server to target potential customers for advertising when they are at the point of purchase at 
another web site, and dynamically providing interactive information associated with a good 
and/or service that is presented as content rendered on the customer's display. 

[014] Methods, systems and articles of manufacture consistent with the present 
invention enable a cUent system to receive an application from a network server (maintained by a 
credit issuer) that identifies a particular web site accessed by the cUent system through a 
network, such as the hitemet. The application may be configured to determine whether the 
accessed web site is included in a list of web sites created by the network server, and if so 
provides a message on top of a web browser window. The messages may be displayed as banner 
type windows, as rolling ticker messages that scroll across a portion of the viewing area of the 
display device, or as a separate pop-up window. In one aspect of the invention, the message may 
include information reflecting discounts for a particular item offered by the accessed web site, if 
the user uses a financial account, such as a credit account, provided by the credit issuer to 
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purchase the items. Alternatively, the message may include a message that indicates a discount 
if the user purchases the particular item at an alternate web site using the credit account, he 

[015] Additionally, methods, systems and articles of manufacture enable the 
application to access status information associated with the credit account. The status 
information may be used to generate a message that indicates selected information associated 
with the credit account on top of a web browser window rendered at the client system. The 
information may include, for example, a current credit limit, outstanding balance, payment data, 
and finance fees associated with the credit account. Furthermore, in one aspect of the invention, 
the information may be associated with a good and/or service a customer is attempting to 
purchase at the web site. The information may be dynamically adjusted to present how the 
purchase of the good and/or service may affect the credit account. For instance, the message 
may present information reflecting a new outstanding balance and finance charges associated 
with the credit account if used to purchase the good and/or service. In another aspect of the 
invention, the message may include an indication that the credit limit associated with the credit 
account will be exceeded if the good and/or service is purchased by the user using the credit 
account. And, in addition to the credit limit indication, the message may include an offer to 
increase the credit limit if the good and/or service is purchased using the credit account. 

[016] Also, methods, systems and articles of manufacturer consistent with features and 
principles of the present invention may configure the appHcation to present an interactive 
message associated with a credit account corresponding to a user accessing a web site. The 
interactive message may allow a user to determine how long it would take to pay off the amount 
associated with a particular good and/or service purchased fi-om the web site using the credit 
account. Alternatively, the interactive message may allow a user to determine the amount of 
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payments would need to be made to the credit issuer for a selected length of time to pay off the 
amount associated with a particular good and/or service purchased from the web site using the 
credit account. 

[017] Additionally, methods, systems and articles of manufacturer consistent with 
features and principles of the present invention may provide a message including a rating of a 
particular web site accessed by the client system. The rating may be associated with fraudulent 
activities corresponding to the web site. Furthermore, the message may allow a user to provide a 
personal rating value associated with the accessed web site that may be used by the network 
server to update the rating associated with the accessed web site. 

[018] Furthermore, methods, systems and articles of manufacturer consistent with 
features and principles of the present invention may present a message including information 
associated with alternate web sites that offer a particular good and/or service that a user is 
attempting to purchase at a currently accessed web site. 

[019] Accordingly, methods, systems, and articles of manufacturer, enable a credit 
issuer to provide dynamic and interactive messages to its customers while they access web sites 
to possible purchase goods and/or services electronically. The messages may be customized by 
the customers to allow them to view information associated with credit accounts provided by the 
credit issuer. Additionally, the credit issuer may provide discounts to the customers for 
purchasing goods and/or services at a currently accessed web site, or at alternate web sites. 

[020] Additional advantages of the invention will be set forth in part in the description 
which follows, and in part will be obvious from the description, or may be learned by practice of 
the invention. The advantages of the invention will be realized and attained by means of the 
elements and combinations particularly pointed out in the appended claims. It is to be 
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understood that both the foregoing general description and the following detailed description are 
exemplary and explanatory only and are not restrictive of the invention, as claimed. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[021] The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated in and constitute a part of 
this specification, illustrate several embodiments of the invention and together with the 
description, serve to explain the principles of the invention. In the drawings, 

[022] FIG. 1 illustrates an exemplary block diagram of an environment from which 
methods and systems consistent with features and principles of the present invention may be 
implemented; 

[023] FIG. 2 illustrates an exemplary flow chart of a message process, consistent with 
features and principles of the present invention; 

[024] FIG. 3 illustrates an exemplary flowchart of a message determining process, 
consistent with features and principles of the present invention; 

[025] FIG. 4 illustrates an exemplary flowchart of discount processes, consistent with 
features and principles of the present invention; 

[026] FIG. 5 illustrates an exemplary flowchart of an alternate site process, consistent 
with featxures and principles of the present invention; 

[027] FIG. 6 illustrates an exemplary flowchart of an account status process, consistent 
with features and principles of the present invention; 

[028] FIG, 7 illustrates an exemplary flowchart of an interactive account status process, 
consistent with features and principles of the present invention; 

[029] FIG, 8 illustrates an exemplary flowchart of an alternate item process, consistent 
with features and principles of the present invention; and 
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[030] FIG. 9 illustrates an exemplary flowchart of a rating process, consistent with 
features and principles of the present invention. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

[03 1 ] Methods, systems, and articles of manufacture consistent with the present 
invention enable a credit issuer to provide messages to customers associated with a credit 
account provided by the credit issuer. The credit issuer provides a software application to a 
client system operated by the customer over a network, such as the Interaet, The application 
may be configured to determine when the customer has accessed a web site and determine a type 
of message to display on top of a web browser window. The criteria may include, but is not 
limited to, whether the customer is attempting purchase a good and/or service from the web site, 
the current status of the credit account associated with the customer, whether the web site is 
included in a list of web sites maintained by the credit issuer, and whether the web site is 
included in a web site rating table maintained by the credit issuer. 

[032] The types of messages that may be displayed vary according to the above 
described criteria, as well as customer defined options that are offered by the credit issuer. The 
messages that may be created by methods and systems consistent with features of the present 
invention include, but are not hmited to: (1) current account status information associated with a 
credit account corresponding to a customer attempting to purchase a good and/or service at a 
web site; (2) dynamic account status information reflecting potential changes to the credit 
account that may occur if the customer purchases the good and/or service; (3) offers to extend a 
credit limit associated with the credit account when the credit limit would be exceeded if the 
customer purchased the good and/or service; (4) alternate web sites that offer the good and/or 
service, possibly at a cheaper price; and (5) an interactive message that allows a customer to 
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selectively deteimine changes to the status of the credit account based on the price of the good 
and/or service. Additionally, the messages may include a ranking value associated with an 
accessed web site that may reflect a determined category rank established by the credit issuer. 

[033] Therefore, as described above, and explained in further detail below, methods 
and systems consistent with features and principles of the present invention dynamically provide 
information associated with a credit account to customers while they access web sites. The 
information may be presented as messages on top of a web browser window that displays a web 
page at a computer system used by the customer. Accordingly, customers may receive useM 
credit account information and messages as they browse web sites, and possible attempt to 
jl purchase goods and/or services from these sites, 

45 [034] Reference will now be made in detail to the exemplary embodiments of the 

^ invention, examples of which are illustrated in the accompanying drawings. Wherever possible, 

the same reference numbers will be used throughout the drawings to refer to the same or like 

03 

S parts. 

O [035] The above-noted features and other aspects and principles of the present 

invention may be implemented in various environments. Such environments and related 
applications may be specially constructed for performing the various processes and operations of 
the invention or they may include a general purpose computer or computing platform selectively 
activated or reconfigured by program code to provide the necessary functionality. The processes 
disclosed herein are not inherently related to any particular computer or other apparatus, and may 
be implemented by a suitable combination of hardware, software, and/or firmware. For example, 
various general purpose machines may be used with programs written in accordance with 



LAW OFFICES 

FfKNEGAN, Henderson, 
FARABo^»;, Garrett, 

S DUN>JER,L.L.P. 

!3O0 I STREET, N, W. 
WASHmGTOW, DC Z0005 
202-408-4000 



11 



LAW OFFICES 

Finn EG AN, Henderson, 
Farabow, Garrett, 
s dunner,l.l.p. 

I300 I STREET, N. W. 
WASHINGTON, DC 2000S 
SO2-4O8-40OO 



teachings of the invention, or it may be more convenient to construct a specialized apparatus or 
system to perfonn the required methods and techniques. 

[036] The present invention also relates to computer readable media that include 
program instruction or program code for performing various computer-implemented operations 
based on the methods and processes of the invention. The program instructions maybe those 
specially designed and constructed for the purposes of the invention, or they may be of the kind 
well-known and available to those having skill in the computer software arts. Examples of 
program instructions include for example machine code, such as produced by a compiler, and 
files containing a high level code that can be executed by the computer using an interpreter. 

[037] FIG. 1 illustrates an exemplary system environment 100 in which the features 
and principles of the invention may be implemented. As illustrated in FIG. 1, the system 
environment 100 may include a network 110, chent systems 120-1 to 120-N, web servers 130-1 
to 130-N, network server 140 and database 144, both of which may be associated with a credit 
issuer 150. Also, included within each chent system 120-1 to 120-N, maybe an application 125. 

[038] Network 110 interconnects chent systems 110-1 to 110-N, web servers 130-1 to 
130-N, and network server 140. Network 1 10 may include one or more communication 
networks, including the Internet or any other similar network that supports Web-based 
processing, Chent systems 120-1 to 120-N may connect to network 140 through any suitable 
wired or wireless supported connection, 

[039] Chent systems 120-1 to 120-N may include a desktop computer, workstation, 
laptop, personal digital assistant or any other similar client side system known in the art. For 
example, chent systems 120-1 to 120-N may include a processor, associated memory, and 
numerous other elements and functionalities typical in today's computer systems. These 
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elements may include input means such as a keyboard and a mouse, although in an accessible 
environment these input means may take other forms. Also included with each cUent system 
120-1 to 120-N may be an output device such as a display, which may also take a different form 
in an accessible environment. Client systems 120-1 to 120-N may be equipped with browser 
software such as Netscape Navigator, Microsoft hitemet Explorer, or any other known browser 
software. In one aspect of the invention, client systems 120-1 to 120-N may be associated with 
customers of credit issuer 150 that provides credit accounts used by the customers. These 
customers may use a client system 120-1 to 120-N to connect to network 110 and gain access to 
web pages provide by web servers 130-1 to 130-N. Furthermore, cUent systems 120-1 to 120-N 
may communicate with network server 140 through network 110. 

[040] Apphcation 125 may be software that is provided by network server 140 (or 
credit card issuer 150) and performs fixnctions consistent with features and principles of the 
present invention. Application 125 may be stored in any memory device contained in or 
associated with client system 120-1 to 120-N, such as a hard drive or local memory that may 
consist of, but is not limited to, a disk storage device, an optical storage device, and a 
semiconductor storage device. 

[041] Web servers 130-1 to 130-N may be implemented through a desktop computer, 
workstation or any other web server system known in the art. Web servers 130-1 to 130-N may 
be equipped with web server software such as, Microsoft Internet Information Server, Novell 
Web Server, Netscape Enterprise Server, or any other Web server software known in the art. 
Web servers 130-1 to 130-N maintain and provide web sites that include one or more web pages 
that may be accessed over network 1 10 by client systems 120-1 to 120-N, and network server 
140. Web servers 130-1 to 130-N may be associated with merchant network servers, and 
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provide goods and/or services for sale over network 110, through the implementation of common 
electronic commerce techniques. 

[042] Network server 140 may provide application 125 consistent with features and 
principles of the present invention that may be downloaded to client systems 120-1 to 120-N. 
Network server 140 may also be associated with a credit issuer (150) and maintains credit 
account information for each customer accessing network 110 through a chent system 120-1 to 
120-N. 

[043] Database 144 connects to network server 140, and may store credit account 
information associated with customers of credit issuer 150. Database 144 may include a 
database or flat file data store, or may also include a flat file data store that flushes its stored data 
to another remote database for reliability and access time purposes. Furthermore, database 144 
may include a redundant database that ensure data is available in the event a primary storage 
element experiences a fault or error. A multitude of fault tolerant architectures may be 
implemented to ensure data consistency and availability. 

[044] Credit issuer 150 may be an entity that provides financial accounts, such as 
credit cards, to customers. These customers may have access to client systems 120-1 to 120-N to 
purchases goods and/or services firom web sites provided by web servers 130-1 to 130-N. 

[045] It should be noted that the configuration of system environment 1 00 is 
exemplary and not intended to be limiting. Any number of elements and connections may be 
implemented without departing from the scope of the present invention. In one aspect of the 
invention, the elements included in system environment 100 perform functions consistent with 
features and principles of the present invention. These functions may include providing credit 
account information to customers through network server 140 and chent systems 120-1 to 120-N. 
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The manner by which this information is provided to a customer may be through application 125 
which may be provided by network server 140 and down loaded to client system 120-1 to 120-N. 

[046] Application 125 may be software that performs selected functions consistent 
with features and principles of the present invention. This software may be configured to 
monitor the network usage of its associated client system 120, as well as provide credit account 
related messages to a browser operating in the client system such that the messages are displayed 
on top of a browser window that includes an accessed web page. 

[047] Application 125 may be provided to client systems 120-1 to 120-N through the 
interaction between a customer and credit issuer 150, either through network server 140, or by 
other means, such as telephonically and conventional mail. In one aspect of the invention, 
customers request and register to receive application 125 from credit issuer 150. Once 
registered, network server 140 may download application 125 to a client system 120-1 to 120-N 
identified by the customer as the system they wish to have appHcation 125 stored. Network 
server 140 may provide application 125 using standard Intemet connmunication protocols. In 
one aspect of the invention, network server 140 may use the "polite push" techniques disclosed 
in U.S. Patent No. 5,913,040 to download the application to a registered customer's cUent system 
while the system is connected to network 110 while the network utiUzation rate is low. 
Alternately, the application may be provided in the form of a diskette or optical disc sent to the 
customer through conventional mail services. The customer would then store the application 
into the local memory of their client system 120-1 to 120-N. Once stored at a client system 120- 
1 to 120-N, application 125 is activated when the cUent system starts-up. 

[048] In one aspect of the invention, the customer may select a customer message 
option when registering appUcation 125. The customer message option allows the customer to 
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tailor the types of messages that will be generated by application 125, and may include, but is not 
limited to, a discount message, an alternate site message, an account status message, an 
interactive account status message, an alternate item message, and a rating message. Each of 
these messages will be described in further detail with reference to FIGS. 3-9. The customer 
may select one or more of these message that they wish to be generated while accessing web 
sites provided by web servers 130-1 to 130-N. 

[049] Figure 2 is an exemplary flow chart of the steps performed by the application 
stored at a chent system 120-1 to 120-N, consistent with features and principles of the present 
invention. As previously described, when a customer starts-up their client system 120-1 to 120- 
N at boot-up, application 125 is activated and begins monitoring the activities of the client 
system 120-1 to 120-N for an indication of access to network 110 (Step 210). This indication 
may be associated with a customer attempting to access network 1 10 in order to communicate 
with a web server 130-1 to 130-N. Of course, other entities attached to network 110 (not shown) 
may be accessed by client systems 120-1 to 120-N. 

[050] When client system 120-1 to 120-N accesses a web site provided by a web 
server 130-1 to 130-N, the browser executing within the client system renders a web page that is 
associated with the accessed web site. At this point, appHcation 125 may detect that the user has 
accessed a web site (Step 220), and begins to retrieve credit account information associated with 
the registered customer associated with the application 125 stored on client system 120-1 to 120- 
N (Step 230). The credit account information may include parameters associated with a credit 
account provided by credit issuer 150 and held by the customer who has registered the 
application 125 stored in client system 120-1 to 120-N. The parameters may include, but is not 
limited to, current credit limit data, current outstanding balance data, previous purchase data. 
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previous finance charges, previous payment data, upcoming payments that may be due, 
outstanding payments that are due, and any other data associated with a credit account. 

[05 1] The term "current" in the above examples may be associated with the last time a 
parameter for a credit account was updated by credit issuer 150. That is, a credit account may or 
may not have had transactions applied to it before the credit account information is retrieved by 
application 125, and before credit issuer 150 has updated the credit account to reflect the 
transaction. For example, a credit account may have a current account balance of $500 on July 
1, 2001. On the same day, a $200 purchase may be made with the account, reducing the actual 
credit account balance to $300. In this example, however credit issuer 150 may update accounts 
every day at a predetermined time. Therefore, if a customer associated with this hypothetical 
credit account wishes to receive current account status information before credit issuer 150 has 
updated the account balance to $300, application 125 may process and use the last current 
account balance it has access to, which in this case may be $500. 

[052] Methods, systems and articles of manufacturer, consistent with the present 
invention, may keep the credit account information current using various techniques. In one 
aspect of the invention, appUcation 125 may utihze the pohte push techniques disclosed by U.S. 
Patent No. 5,913,040 to transparently transfer the current credit account information from 
network server 140 to client system 120-1 to 120-N. In this aspect of the invention, application 
125 may recognize when client system 120-1 to 120-N has established communications with 
network 110, and initiates a request for the most recent credit account information for the 
customer associated with the registered application making the request. This request would be 
initiated when application 125 recognizes a low utilization rate with network 110. Network 
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server 140 receives the request, collects the appropriate credit account information from database 
144, and transfers the collected information to the application 125 that initiated the request. 

[053] Alternatively, appHcation 125 may be configured to access the credit account 
information from network server 140 regardless of the network utilization rate associated with 
the cUent system 120-1 to 120-N. That is, as soon as communications are established with 
network 110, application 125 may initiate a request to download the most recent credit account 
information from network server 140. 

[054] Another manner by which the credit account information is kept up to date may 
be periodic pushes from network server 140 in response to requests from application 125 when 
its host chent system 120-1 to 120-N has estabUshed communications with network 110. In this 
aspect of the invention, application 125 may keep track of an update cycle set by network server 
140 and configured within the software of application 125. At the end of a cycle (i.e., every 
month, week, day, etc.), appHcation 125 may initiate a request for the credit account information 
from network server 140 when its host client system 120-1 to 120-N has connected to network 
110, 

[055] It should be noted that the above techniques for updating the credit account 
information associated with application 125 are exemplary, and not intended to be limiting. A 
number of various communication techniques may be implemented by methods and systems 
consistent with features of the present invention, without departing from the scope of the 
invention. 

[056] Returning to FIG. 2, once the credit account information is obtained (Step 230), 
which may include application 125 accessing the updated credit account information from a 
storage location within client system 120-1 to 120-N, appHcation 125 determines a type of 
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message to display (Step 240). The manner by which application 125 determines the type of 
message to display is described in fiirther detail with respect to FIGS. 3-9. 

[057] Once the type of message is determined, apphcation 125 provides the message 
to the browser executing within client system 120-1 to 120-N, that is rendering a web page 
associated with the accessed web site (Step 250). The messages may be provided in such a 
manner that they are presented on top of a window including a web page rendered by the 
browser and currently displayed on a display device in cUent system 120-1 to 120-N. The 
messages may be displayed as banner type windows, as rolling ticker messages that scroll across 
a portion of the viewing area of the display device, or as a separate pop-up window. The manner 
by which the messages are displayed are not limited to the examples above, and any number of 
combinations of audio and graphical presentations may be employed to present a message in any 
manner well known in the art. 

[058] FIG. 3 illustrates an exemplary flowchart of a process to determine a type of 
message to display (Step 240), consistent with features and principles of the present invention. 
The process begins by apphcation 125 determining whether the customer has attempted to 
purchase a good and/or service from the accessed web site described in Step 220 of FIG. 2 (Step 
305). In one aspect of the invention, apphcation 125 may detect an attempted purchase by 
recognizing when the customer indicates that a financial transaction is being attempted by 
interacting with a window provided by application 125 on top of a browser window rendering 
the web page provided by the accessed web site. For example, apphcation 125 may be 
configured to provide a default message within a window that presents a query to the customer 
regarding an attempted purchase. For example, the message may include one or more icons or 
images (triggers) that the customer may select to indicate that a purchase is being attempted. 
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The message may also include text requesting the customer to indicate that a purchase is being 
attempted. For example, the text may state, "Please select the PURCHASE icon if you will be 
attempting to purchase an item at this web site." The term "item" may be associated with a good 
and/or service. Of course, any combination of text and graphics may be used by methods and 
systems consistent with features of the present invention to provide a customer with such 
purchase queries Furthermore, any number of other techniques may be employed by application 
125 to detect an attempted purchase by a customer, and methods and systems consistent with 
features of the present invention are not limited to the above examples. 

[059] Returning back to FIG. 3, if the customer has not attempted a purchase at the 
web site (Step 305; NO), application 125 determines whether the customer message option is 
enabled (Step 310). If so, application 125 determines the type of message to display based on 
the customer message option selected by the customer (Step 315). For example, if the customer 
has selected to only receive discount messages, apphcation 125 will begin to perform the 
discount process illustrated in FIG. 4. If the alternate site message option was selected, 
application 125 will perform the alternate site process illustrated in FIG, 5. An account status 
message option will direct apphcation 125 to perform the account status process depicted in FIG. 
6, while an interactive account status message option will direct apphcation 125 to perform the 
process shown in FIG. 7. Additionally, if the customer selected the alternate item message 
option, the alternate item process illustrated in FIG. 8 will be performed by application 125. 
And, a rating message option selected by the customer will direct apphcation 125 to perform the 
rating process shown in FIG. 9. Furthermore, in the event the customer has selected to receive 
any combination of these messages, the appropriate message process will be performed by 



20 



LAW OFFICEIS 

=[NNEGAK^ Henderson, 
Farabow, Garrett, 
s dunner.l.l.p. 

1300 I STREET, N. W, 
WASHINGTON, DC 20005 
202--40a-4000 



application 125, Once the appropriate message(s) are determined by application 125, the process 
is directed back to Step 250 (FIG. 2) for generating the message for display (Step 350). 

[060] However, if the customer has not selected the customer message option (Step 
310; NO), application 125 may default by performing selected processes determined by network 
server 140, and programmed in application 125. La one aspect of the invention, application 125 
may be directed to the discount process (Step 320) and the rating process (Step 325) for 
determining the type of discount and rating messages to display, respectively. Following these 
processes, application 125 may be directed to return to Step 250 (FIG. 2) for generating the 
message for display (Step 330). It should be noted that apphcation 125 may be configured by 
network server 140 to perform any combination of processes, and methods and systems 
consistent with features of the present invention are not limited to the above examples. 

[061] Returning back to Step 305, if the customer has attempted to purchase a good 
and/or service from the accessed web site (Step 305; YES), application 125 determines whether 
the customer message option is enabled (Step 340). If the customer message option is enabled 
(Step 340; YES), apphcation 125 determines the type of message to display based on the 
customer message option selected by the customer in a manner similar to Step 315 described 
above (Step 345). Once the appropriate message(s) are determined by application 125, the 
process is directed back to Step 250 (FIG. 2) for generating the message for display (Step 350). 

[062] However, if the customer message option is not enabled (Step 340; NO), 
application 125 may be directed to perform each process associated with a particular type of 
message to be rendered on top of a web browser window rendering a web page displayed at 
cUent system 120-1 to 120-N. As shown in FIG. 3, application 125 performs the discount 
process (Step 355), the alternate site process (Step 360), the account status process (Step 365), 
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the interactive accoimt status process (Step 370), the alternate item process (Step 375), and the 
rating process (Step 380), before returning to Step 250 (FIG. 2) for displaying the determined 
messages (Step 350). 

[063] It should be noted that the sequence of steps and the processes illustrated in FIG. 
3 are not intended to be limiting. That is, appUcation 125 may be configured to perform any 
message process in alternate sequences. For example, the account status process (Step 365) may 
be performed before the rating process (Step 380). Furthermore, additional or less processes 
may be implemented by appUcation 125 that determine a particular type of message to display. 

[064] FIG. 4 shows an exemplary flowchart of the discount process, consistent with 
features and principles of the present invention. As shown in FIG. 4, application 125 begins the 
discount process begins by accessing a web site list that may be stored at the client system 120-1 
to 120-N that the customer is operating when the web site is accessed (Step 410). The web site 
list may be a table of web sites maintained by network server 140 that reflect a partnership 
agreement between credit issuer 150 and an entity that provides the web site and associated web 
server 130-1 to 130-N. This agreement may be to allow a listed web site's entity to offer 
purchase discounts or special deals associated with goods and/or services provided by the web 
site to customers of credit issuer 150. For example, a web site included in the web site list may 
reflect an agreement with credit issuer 150 to offer a 10% discount to a customer of credit issuer 
150 on purchases from the web site. Of course, any type of agreement may be implemented 
between an entity that provides a web site and credit issuer 150, and is not limited to the above 
example. 

[065] In one aspect of the invention, the web site Hst may be stored at the chent system 
120-1 to 120-N operated by the customer. The list may be updated by network server 140 using 



22 



LAW OFFICES 

iNNEGAN, HENDERSON, 

Farabow, Garrett, 
% dunner,l.l.p. 

)300 I STREET, N. W. 
WASHINGTON, DC 20005 
202-408-4000 



the polite push techniques described above and in U.S. Patent No. 5,913,040, That is, 
appUcation 125 may issue a request to network server 140 to update or modify the list when a 
cHent system accesses network 1 10 and network utiHzation is low. Alternatively, application 
125 may ignore network usage rate, and request an update as soon as it detects a connection 
between the chent system 120-1 to 120-N to network 110. Furthermore, the update of the web 
site Hst may take place periodically, for example once a week, or may be performed each time 
the client system 120-1 to 120-N connects to network 140. In another aspect of the invention, 
the web site list maybe stored remotely from client system 120-1 to 120-N, for example at 
network server 140 or database 144, and accessed by application 125 when needed. A variety of 
techniques may be implemented by methods and system consistent with features of the present 
invention to ensure the web site list is updated, and are not limited to the above examples. 

[066] Retuming back to FIG. 4, after the web site hst is accessed, appUcation 125 
determines whether the accessed web site is included within the web site hst (Step 420). If not 
(Step 420; NO), application 125 may determine a type of generic discount message to display 
(Step 430). A generic discoimt message may be associated with web sites that are associated 
with entities that do not have an agreement with credit issuer 150, The generic discoimt message 
may be configured to be associated with a discount or special deal provided by credit issuer 150 
to its customers. For example, a generic discount message may reflect an indication that a 
customer will receive a 5% discount for any purchase made from the accessed web site using 
their credit account associated with credit issuer 150. Alternatively, the generic message may 
indicate that the customer may receive a waiver of annual fees associated with their credit 
account when a purchase is made at the accessed web site above a predetermined amount. As 
can be seen, the type of message that application 125 provides may reflect any number of offers 
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from credit issuer 150, and are not limited to the above examples. Additionally, instead of a 
discount message, credit issuer 150 may have configured application 125 (through network 
server 140) to merely present an advertisement for the credit issuer 150, or a discount if the 
customer accesses a web site provided by credit issuer 150. The generic message to be displayed 
may be dynamically updated and modified at any time while the customer's cUent system 120-1 
to 120-N is connected to network 1 10, in a manner similar to the techniques of updating the web 

site list described above. 

[067] Once appUcation 1 25 determines the type of generic discount message to display, 
the discount process ends and application 125 returns to the appropriate step where the discount 
process was invoked (Step 460). For example, referring to FIG. 3, the discount process was 
performed at Step 355. Accordingly, Step 460 of the discount process would return apphcation 
125 to Step 360, which may be the next step in the process shown in FIG. 3. 

[068] Referring back to Step 420, in the event the accessed web site is included in the 
list (Step 420; YES), application 125 may access a message table corresponding to the accessed 
web site (Step 440). The message table may be a list of formatted messages provided by 
network server 140 and credit issuer 150 associated with each web site included in the web site 
Hst. The formatted messages may include one or more predetermined discount messages to 
display that apphcation 125 may select. The formatted discount message may reflect various 
discounts or special offers associated with the accessed web site. These formatted discount 
messages may include, but is not limited to, a specific discount message associated with 
particular goods and/or services offered by the accessed web site. For example, a furst discount 
message associated with accessed web site may reflect a 10% discount on the purchase of an 
item offered by the web site, while a second discount message may reflect a 10% on any 
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purchase made from the accessed web site using the credit account provided by credit issuer 150, 
As can be seen, any number of discount messages may be provided in the message table for each 
web site included in the web site Hst, and are not Umited to the above examples. As with the 
generic discount message (Step 430), the message table may be updated and modified using the 
same techniques previously described for updating the web site Ust. 

[069] Once the message table is accessed, application 125 may determine the type of 
discount message to display (i.e., chose a formatted discount message from the message table) 
(Step 450). The process of determining the type of discount message to display based on the 
message table may be performed in a variety of ways, including, but not limited to, random 
selections and predetermined criteria associated with the customer's credit account. For 
example, a particular discount message may be offered to customer whose credit limit is above a 
certain value, while another discount message may be offered to customers whose credit limit is 
below the value. The credit account information accessed in Step 230 of FIG. 2 may be used by 
application 125 to perform the credit limit analysis, and determine which discount message in the 
message table to present for display. The above described criteria are exemplary and not 
intended to be limiting. Other criteria may be used by application 125 to determine the type of 
formatted discount message to display from the message table. 

[070] Once application 125 determines the type of formatted discount message to 
display, the discount process ends and application 125 returns to the appropriate step where the 
discoimt process was invoked (Step 460). It should be noted that the sequence of steps and the 
processes illustrated in FIG. 4 are not intended to be hmiting and apphcation 125 may be 
configured to perform the steps of FIG. 4 in alternate sequences. 
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[071] FIG. 5 illustrates an exemplary alternate site process performed by application 
125, consistent with features and principles of the present invention. As shown in FIG. 5, 
apphcation 125 begins the alternate site process by accessing the web site list previously 
described with reference to Step 410 of FIG. 4 (Step 510). Once the web site list is accessed, 
application 125 determines whether the accessed web site is included in the web site list (Step 
520). If not (Step 520; NO), application 125 may be configured to determine a profile of the 
accessed web site (Step 530). A profile of a web site may be associated with particular goods 
and/or services offered by the web site. For example, a merchant web site that provides clothing 
may be profiled as a clothing web site. Furthermore, if the merchant web site offers only athletic 
clothing, the profile of the merchant web site may be set as a sports clothing web site. 
Alternatively, the same merchant web site maybe associated with two profile categories: sports 
and clothing. Application 125 may be configured to perform this analysis by determining the 
types of goods and/or services provided by the web pages rendered at the client system 120-1 to 
120-N operated by the customer. Other methods and techniques may be employed to associate a 
profile with the accessed web site, and the examples described above are not intended to be 
limiting. For example, application 125 may forward the web site*s identification to network 
server 140 for profile processing. The profile processing may take place using an expert system 
configuration, where a knowledge base including selected rules defined by credit issuer 150 are 
employed to determine the type of profile of the accessed web site. 

[072] Once the profile for the accessed web site is determined, application 125 may 
access a web site profile table (Sep 540), In one aspect of the invention, a web site profile table 
may be maintained by network server 140 and includes profile categories for the web sites 
included in the web site list. This table may be configured to associate each hsted web site with 
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a profile and may be located at network server 140 and accessed by application 125 when a web 
site included in the list is accessed. Alternatively, the profile table may be downloaded to cUent 
system 120-1 to 120-N and accessed locally by application 125 when needed. Further, the web 
site profile table may be stored at the cUent system 120-1 to 120-N when application 125 is 
registered, and updated (periodically or continuously) in a manner similar to that previously 
described for updatmg the web site list. The profile table may be associated with the web site 
Ust, or alternatively, the web site Ust may contain a field for each web site including its 
associated defined profile. 

[073] After accessing the web site profile table, application 1 25 may determine 
whether there are any web sites in the web site list with a profile that matches the profile of the 
accessed web site (Step 550). If so (Step 550; YES), appHcation 125 then determines a type of 
alternate web site message to display based on the determined profile (Step 560). Application 
125 may be configured to perform Step 560 by selecting a web site with a profile that matches 
the profile of the accessed web site, and configuring a message that indicates to the customer that 
the selected web site offers similar goods and/or services that the accessed web site offers. This 
message may be combined with the discount process message to create a message that indicates 
that a discount may be obtained if the customer purchases goods and/or services at the selected 
web site with their credit account provided by credit issuer 150. Of course, any combination of 
messages, or information, may be included within the alternate site message that indicate that an 
alternate site (one with an agreement with credit issuer 150) provides goods and/or services 
similar to that provided by the accessed web site. 

[074] hi another aspect of the invention, if the web site profile table indicates that 
there are more than one web site included in the web site Hst that matches the profile of the 
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accessed web site, application 125 may randomly select a single web site to include in the 
alternate web site message. Alternatively, application 125 may also include a list of all of the 
matching web sites in the message. Other techniques may be implemented by application 125 to 
select one or more alternate web sites to include in the alternate web site message. For example, 
the message table previously described with reference to FIG. 4 may include, for each listed web 
site, alternate web site formatted messages that indicate the types of goods and/or services 
provided by a respective web site. Application 125 may access the message table and select the 
appropriate formatted message for display by cUent system 120-1 to 120-N. 

[075] Returning back to Step 550, in the event there are no alternate web sites with a 
profile that matches the profile of the accessed web site (Step 550; NO), the alternate web site 
process ends and application 125 returns to the appropriate step where the alternate web site 
process was invoked (Step 570). 

[076] Referring back to Step 520, if the accessed web site is included in the web site 
list (Step 520; YES), application 125 accesses the web site profile table (Step 540) and 
determines whether there are any web sites in the web site table that match the profile of the 
accessed web site as previously described (Step 550). Additionally, as described above, if there 
are matching web sites (Step 550; YES), apphcation 125 then determines a type of alternate web 
site message to display based on the determined profile (Step 560). Once application 125 
determines the appropriate alternate web site message to display, the alternate web site process 
ends and application 125 returns to the appropriate step where the altemate web site process was 
invoked (Step 570). 
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[077] It should be noted that the sequence of steps and the processes illustrated in FIG. 
5 are not intended to be limiting and application 125 maybe configured to perform the steps of 
FIG. 5 in alternate sequences. 

[078] FIG. 6 illustrates an exemplary account status process performed by application 
125, consistent with features and principles of the present invention. As shown in FIG. 6, 
application 125 may begin the account status process by retrieving the current status of the credit 
account associated with the customer corresponding to application 125 (Step 605). The current 
account status may include, but is not limited to, a current credit limit, outstanding balance, and 
interest rate associated with the credit account of the customer. Additionally, the status of the 
credit account may also include data reflecting transaction history information such as previous 
purchases with the credit account, past due amounts, finance fees, and any other type of 
information associated with the credit account. The credit account status information may be 
obtained from the information retrieved in Step 230 of FIG. 2 and stored locally within the client 
system 120-1 to 120-N operated by the customer. 

[079] After the status of the customer's credit account is retrieved, apphcation 125 
may determine whether the customer attempted to purchase a good and/or service from the 
accessed web site in a manner similar to that described for Step 305 of FIG. 3 (Step 610). If the 
customer has not attempted to make a purchase (Step 610; NO), apphcation 125 may determine a 
type of generic account status message to display (Step 615). The generic account status 
message may include the information retrieved in Step 605, such as current credit limit and 
outstanding balance. Additionally, the generic account status message may include the 
transaction history information associated with the credit account. Alternatively, the generic 
account message may include an mdication of when a next payment is due (if any) to credit 
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issuer 150, as well as any penalty fees that may or may not be assessed if the payment is late. 
Furthermore, the generic status message may include an indication that there is a payment past 
due, as well as the amount of the payment and any associated penalty fees. As can be seen, any 
type of information associated with the credit account may be included or excluded from the 
generic account status message. Application 125 may be configured to provide credit account 
data determined by network server 140, or may determine the information to include in the 
message autonomously. 

[080] Returning back to Step 6 1 0, if appHcation 125 determines that the customer has 
attempted to make a purchase at the accessed web site (Step 610; YES), the rank of the credit 
account may be determined (Step 625). The rank of the credit account may reflect a value used 
by credit issuer 150 (and appHcation 125) to segregate certain types of customers from others. 
For instance, a customer with a credit account that has a low rank value (such as 1 out of 10) 
may be determined to be a highly valued customer. The determination may be based on the 
customer's payment history (always on time), number of purchases (the customer uses the credit 
account quite often), and the outstanding balance (the customer tends to keep a balance 
associated with the credit account). Alternatively, the ranking may be based purely on the 
outstanding balance and/or credit limit of the credit account. For example, a credit account may 
receive a lower rank based on the value of its credit limit because generally higher credit limits 
are offered to customers with a lower credit risk. Other techniques to determine a rank value for 
the credit account may be employed by methods and systems consistent with features of the 
present invention and are not hmited to the examples described above. 

[081] Once the credit account is ranked, application 125 may perform one or more 
sub-processes of the account status process. In one aspect of the invention, apphcation server 
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125 may be configured to perform an account adjustment sub-process (Step 660), an overlimit 
message sub-process (Step 630) and determine a generic account status message (Step 615), 
either simultaneously (via multi-tasking operations) or sequentially. Alternatively, application 
125 may be configured to perform only one of the above mentioned sub-processes or a 

combination of two of them. 

[082] The overlimit message sub-process (Step 630) begins by appUcation 1 25 
determining the total amount of the attempted purchase (Step 635). In one aspect of the 
invention, appUcation 125 may determine a purchase amount by providing a query in a message 
provided on top of the browser window displayed at cUent system 120-1 to 120-N. The query 
message may request the customer to provide a purchase amount by entering in the amount using 
an input device, such as a keyboard. The query message may include graphics and/or text that 
requests the purchase amount from the customer. Icons or other graphical images may be used 
to allow a customer to complete an indication of a purchase amount. The customer may obtam 
the purchase amount information be simple transferring the cost of an item( or items) from the 
rendered web page to the message window provided by appUcation 125. This may be done by 
well known data entry techniques, including data cut and paste operations known in the art. 

[083] Once the purchase amount is provided by a customer, appUcation 125 compares 
the credit Umit associated with the credit account with the total amount of the purchase (Step 
640) and determines whether the total amount and the outstanding balance exceeds the credit 
limit (Step 645). If the total amount for the purchase and outstanding balance does not exceed 
the credit limit, application 125 returns processing to the step that invoked the account status 
process (Step 650). Alternatively, as previously discussed, application 125 may determine 
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whether the other sub-processes have been executed yet, and if not, may begin performing those 

non-executed sub-processes. 

[084] Returning back to Step 645, if the amount of the total purchase does exceed the 
credit limit of the credit account (Step 645; YES), application 125 determines a type of overlimit 
message to display (Step 655) and then returns processing to the step that invoked the account 

status process (Step 650). 

[085] In one aspect of the invention, the type of overlimit messages that appUcation 
125 may choose may vary based on the rank of the credit account. For example, a credit account 
with a low rank (which may depict a valued customer by credit issuer 150) may receive a credit 
limit extension message. That is, suppose the credit limit and outstanding balance for a credit 
account with a low rank value is $1000, and $500, respectively. Further suppose the customer 
has attempted to purchase an item for $600. hi this example, appUcation 125 may be configured 
to provide a message that reflects that the credit limit will be exceeded if the purchase is made, 
hi addition to the credit limit information, application 125 may be configured to include in the 
message an offer for a credit limit extension if the item is purchased using the credit account. 
The extension may be equal or greater to that of the total amount of the item to be purchased, 
such as $100 for the above example, hi one aspect of the invention, another message may be 
provided by appUcation 125 that requests acceptance fi-om the customer for the credit limit 
extension. This may be performed through text and/or graphics, such as icons, that may be 
selected to indicate acceptance of the credit Ihnit extension. Once accepted by a customer, 
application 125 maybe configured to provide the credit limit extension acceptance to credit 
issuer 150, where the appropriate credit account parameters may be adjusted to reflect the credit 
limit extension. Subsequently, credit issuer 150 may provide an acknowledgment of the 
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extension to application 125, which in turn, may provide another message indicating to the 
customer that the credit limit has been extended and for what amount. 

[086] In another aspect of the invention, a credit account with a high rank value may 
direct appUcation 125 to provide an overlimit message without an offer for a credit limit 
extension. Accordingly, appUcation 125 may determine a type of overlimit message based on 
the rank of the credit account, and the results of the process performed in Step 645. Application 
125, however, is not restricted using a credit account's rank to determine a type of overlimit 
message to display. In one aspect of the invention, application 125 may be configured to only 
provide a message with an overlimit warning. A number of various techniques may be employed 
by appUcation 125 to determine a type of overlimit message and the above examples of the 
overlimit messages not intended to be limiting and may include or exclude various credit account 
information. 

[087] The account adjustment sub-process (Step 660) begins by appUcation 1 25 
determining the total amount of the attempted purchase (Step 665). This may be performed in a 
manner similar to that previously described for Step 635. Afterwards, application 125 appUes 
the total amount to selected credit account parameters, such as credit limit and outstanding 
balance, to determine a new credit account status (Step 670). For example, suppose a credit 
account associated with the customer has a current credit Umit of $1000 and an outstanding 
balance of $700, and an attempted purchase of $200. hi this example, appUcation 125 would 
determine that the new outstanding balance would be $100 if the attempted purchase was 
actually made. Additionally adjustments may also be made based on the configuration of 
application 125 and the criteria desired by credit issuer 150. For example, appUcation 125 may 
be configured to determine a new minimum payment amount that would be due if the purchase 
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was made, and the amount of finance fees that would be incurred if only minimum payments 
were made for a predetermined amount of time (i.e., 12 months). A variety of credit account 
adjustments may be made based on the attempted purchase, and are not limited to the examples 
described above. 

[088] Once apphcation 125 has made the appropriate adjustments to the credit 
account, a type of account adjustment message is determined (Step 675), and the process may 
return to the step that invoked the account status process (Step 680). Alternatively, as previously 
discussed, application 125 may determine whether the other sub-processes have been executed 
yet, and if not, may begin performing those non-executed sub-processes. 

[089] It should be noted that the sequence of steps and the processes illustrated in FIG. 
6 are not intended to be limiting and apphcation 125 may be configured to perform the steps of 
FIG. 6 in alternate sequences. 

[090] FIG. 7 illustrates an exemplary flowchart of the interactive account status 
process performed by application 125, consistent with features and principles of the present 
invention. As shown in FIG. 7, apphcation 125 begins the interactive account status process by 
retrieving the current status of the credit account associated with the customer correspondmg to 
apphcation 125 in a manner similar to that described for Step 605 of FIG. 6 (Step 710). Once the 
account status information is retrieved, apphcation 125 may determine the type of generic 
account status message to display, in a manner similar to that previously described for Step 615 
of FIG. 6 (Step 720). Next, application 125 may determine the total amount for the attempted 
purchase detected in Step 305 of FIG. 3 (Step 730). The purchase amount may be determined in 
a manner sunilar to that previously described for Step 635 (FIG. 6). Afterwards, application 125 
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may provide an account calculation option to the browser executing within the client system 120- 
1 to 120-N operated by the customer (Step 740). 

[09 1 ] The calculation option may be a message that presents one or more options to a 
customer to aid them in determining how their credit account will be affected if the attempted 
purchase is made. For example, in one aspect of the invention, the calculation option may allow 
a customer to determine how long (i.e., how many monthly payments) it would take to pay off 
the total purchase amount for a fixed payment amount. In this example, the customer would be 
allowed to present the fictitious payment amount and application 125 would calculate the 
number of payments to pay off the purchase. Alternatively, the customer may be allowed to 
determine what amount would need to be paid to credit issuer 150 for each of a fixed number of 
payments cycles (i.e., months) to pay off the amount of the total attempted purchase using the 
credit account, hi this example, the customer may provide the number of payment cycles. 

[092] It should be noted that the examples described are exemplary and not intended 
to be Umiting. A number of different options may be provided by application 125 to the 
customer to provide an interactive tool that enables a customer to view changes to their credit 
accoimt, based on criteria defined by the customer. 

[093] Once the customer provides a response to the particular type of results they wish 
to see, appUcation 125 utihzes the results to adjust the status of the credit account to determine a 
type of interactive account status message to display (Step 750). For instance, following the 
examples above, a customer may include in the response an indication to determine the number 
of monthly payments it would take to pay off a purchase transaction at the current interest rate 
for the credit account. AppUcation 125 may perform these calculations, and provide a message 
that indicates the number of payments, and possibly the finance fees the customer would have to 
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pay during that time frame as well. Accordingly, methods, systems, and articles of manufacturer 
consistent with features of the present invention enable a customer to interact with an initial 
account status message that may show the current credit account parameters for the credit 
account in order to view the changes to their account associated with an attempted purchase. In 
this aspect of the invention, a customer merely has to indicate a purchase price of a selected 
goods and/or service in a manner similar to that described in Step 635 (FIG. 6). AppUcation 125 
may then provide a message for display that allows the customer to analyze the affects of the 
attempted purchase on their credit account, as well as determine various payment options that 
appeal to the customer's financial Ufestyle. 

[094] Returning back to FIG. 7, once the appropriate message type is determined, the 
interactive account status process ends, and application 125 returns to the step that invoked this 
process (Step 760). 

[095] It should be noted that the sequence of steps and the processes illustrated in FIG. 
7 are not intended to be limiting and apphcation 125 may be configured to perform the steps of 
FIG. 7 in alternate sequences. 

[096] FIG. 8 illustrates an exemplary alternate item process performed by apphcation 
125, consistent with featiires and principles of the present invention. As shown in FIG. 8, 
apphcation 125 may begin the alternate item process by determining the item that is attempted to 
be purchased at the accessed web site (Step 810). The term "item" maybe associated with a 
good and/or service provided by the accessed web site, and attempted to be purchased by a 
customer. Additionally, the type of item may be very specific (i.e., specified by serial or catalog 
number) or generic (general description such as a football, golf ball, etc.). Application 125 may 
determine the type of item based on profiles, catalog numbers, serial numbers, text description 
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associated with the item, that may be provided by the customer through an item query window 
provided by appUcation 125. The item query window may enable a customer to provide a 
description of the item to be purchases, catalog, SKU, and serial number, purchase price of the 
item. Ahematively, the item query window may provide a drop down menu of predetermined 
categories of items, such as clothing, vehicles, etc., that the customer may use to describe the 
item to be purchased. There are a number of different ways methods and systems consistent with 
features of the present invention may determine the type of item to be purchased, and are not 
limited to the above examples. 

[097] Once the type of the item attempted to be purchased is determined, application 
125 determines whether there is a similar or identical item included in an item list maintained by 
network server 140 (Step 830). The item list may be associated with the web site Ust, and 
possibly the profile table, and may reflect items provided by each web site. The item list may 
include descriptive information in various details, depending upon the level of granularity credit 
issuer 150 wishes to provide in the alternate item process. In one aspect of the invention, various 
description fields reflecting detailed identification codes are maintained for each item provided 
by each web site in the web site hst. The description fields may provide detailed information 
associated with a particular item, such as serial numbers, manufacturer codes, etc. Li another 
aspect of the invention, the description fields may include less descriptive information associated 
with each item, such as a general description and perhaps manufacturer code. 

[098] hi the event the item to be purchased is not included in the item list (Step 830; 
NO), appHcation 125 may determine a type of item message to display (Step 840). Li one aspect 
of the invention, the item message may include an indication that the particular item to be 
purchased is not offered by any ahemate web sites included in the credit issuer's 150 database. 
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A variety of various messages may be provided by application 125, and methods and systems 
consistent with features of the present invention are not limited to the above example. Once the 
type of item message is determined by appUcation 125, the alternate item ends, and application 
125 is directed back to the step that invoked the altemate item process (Step 880). 

[099] Returning back to step 830, if the item to be purchased is located within the item 
list (Step 830; YES), application 125 may then be configured to compare the price of each item 
(Step 850). In one aspect of the invention, the customer may have provided the purchase price of 
the item to be purchased when it was described in Step 810. Alternatively, another window 
message may be provided by apphcation 125 that allows the user to provide the purchase price of 
the item, in a manner similar to that described for Step 635 (FIG. 6). 

[0 1 00] If the item to be purchased is determined by apphcation 1 25 to be cheaper than 
that the matching item in the item list (Step 860; NO), a type of item message may be 
determined, similar to that described above (Step 840). In one aspect of the invention, 
apphcation 125 may provide an item message that indicates that the purchase amount for the 
item to be purchased at the accessed web site is the cheapest according credit issuer's 125 
database. Processing then continues to Step 880 for return back to the step that invoked the 
altemate item process (Step 880). 

[0101] If the purchase price, however, of the item to be purchased is not cheaper than 
the matching item included in the item list (Step 860; YES), apphcation 125 may determine a 
type of item message that reflects this (Step 870). That is, the item message may include an 
indication that the particular item, or one similar to it, may be purchased at a cheaper price at an 
identified altemate web site. The message may also include a hyper link to the altemate site as 
well. Other types of indications may be included within the determined item message, and are 



38 



fy 



LAW OFFICES 

iNNEGAN, Henderson, 
Farabow, Garrett, 
© dunner,l.l.p. 

1300 I STREET, N. W. 
WASHINGTON, DC 20005 
202 -408-4000 



not limited to the above example. Once application 125 determines the type of item message to 
display, processing is returned to the step that initiated the alternate item process. 

[0102] It should be noted that the sequence of steps and the processes illustrated in FIG. 
8 are not intended to be limiting and application 125 maybe configured to perform the steps of 
FIG. 8 in alternate sequences. 

[0 1 03] FIG. 9 shows an exemplary flowchart of the rating process performed by 
apphcation 125, consistent with features and principles of the present invention. As shown in 
FIG. 9, the rating process begins with application 125 determining whether the accessed web site 
is included in a rating table (Step 910). The rating table may be a hsting of web sites that are 
associated with a rating value provided by credit issuer 150. The rating value may be based on a 
variety of criteria including, but not limited to, fraudulent activity, security problems, customer 
service, product distribution, and any other type of category that may be associated with a 
merchant web site. In one aspect of the invention, credit issuer 150 provides a rating table for 
selected web sites that have been reported by customers, and even outside entities, such as 
reporting agencies. 

[0104] Returning back to step 810, if the accessed web site is not included in the rating 
table, application 125 may end the rating process and return back to the step that invoked the 
rating process (Step 940). On the other hand, if the accessed web site is included in the web site 
(Step 810; YES), apphcation 125 determines a type of message to display based on the rating 
value associated with the accessed web site (Step 920). The rating message may include 
indications of the rating value or values, and their associated definitions. Furthermore, the 
criteria for rating the web site may be included in the message, such as the various values a web 
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site may receive, and their corresponding criteria. As can be seen, any number of rating 
categories may be provided by credit issuer 150, and are not limited to the above examples. 

[0105] Once the type of rating message is determined by application 125, another 
indication may be provided in the message that offers the customer an opportunity to personally 
rate the web site (Step 930). hi one aspect of the invention, the message may include the 
appropriate categories and rating values to select for the accessed web site. The customer, once 
the message is actually displayed, may select a rating value and this mformation is passed to 
network server 140 for updating the rating table. Alternatively, the rating table may be stored 
locally at the cHent system 120-1 to 120-N, and application 125 may update the table 
accordingly. Furthermore, tiie rating message may include a hyperhnk that automatically sends 
the personal rating value to network server 140 when selected. A number of different techniques 
may be implemented by methods and systems consistent with features of the present invention 
that enable the rating table to be updated with the customer's personal rating value. The rating 
process may end at Step 940 either after the customer provides a personal rating response, or 
immediately after the rating message is configured according to process Steps 920 and 930. 

[0106] As described, methods and systems consistent with features and principles of 
tiie present invention enable a credit issuer to provide an appUcation to a customer's computer 
system that enables the customer to receive credit account messages while browsing web sites 
over a network. The credit account messages may be dynamic in that credit account status 
information may automatically change according to attempted purchases of goods and/or 
services at a merchant's web site. Additionally, the credit account messages may also be 
interactive and enable a customer to tailor specific credit account information to determine 
specific changes to their credit account based on an attempted purchase at an accessed web site. 
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Furthermore, in addition to credit account messages, rating messages may be provided that 
indicate a rating value associated with the accessed web site. Moreover, the customer may 
participate in rating the web site by providing a personal rating value to the credit issuer using 
the rating message as a response vehicle. 

[0107] Variations of the methods and systems consistent with features of the present 
invention previously described may be implemented without departing from the scope of the 
invention. For example, the types of message described above may be altered and changed in 
any format to comply with the credit issuer's marketing strategies. Also, application 125 may be 
configured to perform only one or more of the process depicted in FIG. 3, as well as new 
processes not shown in the figures. Furthermore, the message windows provided by apphcation 
125 that allow customers to provide information associated with an item (or items) to be 
purchased may be configured to request any combination of information. That is, at any time a 
single query message window may be provided by apphcation 125 that allows a customer to 
enter in the purchase price of an item, the description of the item, or request an interactive 
calculation associated with their account. Also, a default window may be provided by 
application 125 when the customer first accesses a web site, wherein the default window may 
provide icons or selections associated with various types of messages to be displayed. That is, 
for example, an icon may be provided in the default window that is associated with the account 
status process describe din FIG. 6, while another icon may be provided that is associated with the 
interactive account status process described in FIG. 7. Therefore, application 125 maybe 
configured to allow the customer to selectively choose which type of message to display 
dynamically, using a default interactive message window that includes selections for any 
combination of processes offered by application 125. 
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[0108] Additionally, methods and system consistent with the present invention may be 
implemented by a variety of financial institutions and organizations, and by the customers of 
these entities. The term "credit" may be associated with any type of financial account that 
individuals may utilize to purchase goods and/or services and is not intended to be limiting. 

[0109] Furthermore, various processes performed by appUcation 125 may be performed 
by credit issuer 150 and/or network server 140. For example, apphcation 125 may be configured 
to only request and retrieve information from network server 140, while network server 140 
performs the processes depicted in FIGS. 3-9. Alternatively, any combination of processes may 
be shared by apphcation 125 and network server 140 to perform the functions consistent with 
features of the present invention. 

[0110] Furthermore, although aspects of the present invention are described as being 
associated with data stored in memory and other storage mediums, one skilled in the art will 
appreciate that these aspects can also be stored on or read from other types of computer-readable 
media, such as secondary storage devices, like hard disks, floppy disks, or CD-ROM; a carrier 
wave from the Internet; or other forms of RAM or ROM. Accordingly, the invention is not 
Umited to the above described embodiments, but instead is defined by the appended claims in 
light of their full scope of equivalents 
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